
Ethics Counts

The New 2018 Ethics Handbook: 
What Every AGA Member and 
CGFM Needs to Know
By David L. Cotton, CGFM, CPA, CFE

Pirates have one way of looking 
at it. But for government account-
ability professionals, our code really 
is a code — not just guidelines. 
And we have a handbook.  

If it’s been a while since you 
reviewed our Code of Ethics (the 
Code), it’s time for a refresher. 
While you are on the website to 
review the Code at www.agacgfm.
org/codeofethics, take time also 
to download the new AGA Ethics 
Handbook (the Handbook) from the 
menu on the left side of that page, 
peruse it and file it away for future 
reference.

The 2018 Handbook supersedes the 
2003 Handbook. A few important 
changes differentiate the two 
editions. Not every AGA member or 
CGFM needs to read and absorb the 
entire 27-page document, but every 
AGA member and CGFM should 
know what the new Handbook 
contains. 

This column aims to summarize 
the contents of the Handbook — 
what you need to know in a given 
situation, what to do when facing 

an ethics issue or dilemma, and what to 
do if you suspect a fellow AGA member 
or CGFM may have committed an ethical 
breach.

Overview of the New Handbook

The 2018 Handbook contains five parts 
and three Appendices, as follows:

Part I – Code of Ethics

Part II – Professional Ethics Board (PEB) 
Charter

Part III – Ethics Pronouncements 
& Inquiries

Part IV – Investigation Procedures

Part V – Appeal Process

Appendix A: Explanations and 
Interpretations

Appendix B: Standards for Imposing 
Member Sanctions

Appendix C: Retention of Records

Certainly, every AGA member and every 
CGFM is expected to have a working 
knowledge of Part I. The details of 
Part II are probably only of interest 

to members who are considering or 
are already involved in volunteering 
on AGA’s Professional Ethics Board 
(PEB). Because PEB service requires 
a fair amount of effort, it should 
not be undertaken without a full 
understanding of the commitment and 
expectations required. (PEB service, 
however, would undoubtedly be one 
of the most educational and rewarding 
professional undertakings of your 
career, and I heartily recommend it.)

Handbook Parts III, IV, and V contain 
information about what to do if an ethics 
question arises, if an AGA member 
or CGFM is observed doing what one 
thinks might be an ethical violation, 
or, heaven forbid, if one is personally 
accused of an ethics violation. In other 
words, if you need ethical advice, 
Part III explains how the PEB can 
help. Part IV explains the process to 
be initiated when suggesting an AGA 
member or CGFM violated the Code. If 
you are accused of violating the Code 
and need to defend your integrity, 
Parts IV and V will help you navigate the 
process as successfully as possible.

Appendix A is very important to a full 
understanding of the Code itself. For 
example, the Code states that one of our 
four ethical principles is “integrity: being 
straightforward and honest in performing 
professional services.” Appendix A 
explains this principle with examples of 
ways AGA members can demonstrate 
integrity. Likewise, the appendix provides 
a bit more detail about the Code’s ethical 

The Pirate’s Code
“The Code is more what you’d call ‘guidelines’ than actual rules.”

– Captain Hector Barbossa1
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concepts — serving the public interest, 
ethical objectives, ethical principles and 
professional conduct. To put Appendix A 
in context, while the Code contains 455 
words, Appendix A contains 3,895 words. 
So, in order to have a true appreciation 
of the Code, members should take time 
to absorb Appendix A.

Appendix B is relevant to members 
considering filing a complaint or 
members facing an ethics complaint. 
The intent and value of Appendix B is 
to promote fairness and consistency 
in imposing sanctions for unethical 
behavior. It describes the differing 
circumstances that warrant termination 
of membership, suspension of member-
ship, or reprimand. It also explains 
aggravating or mitigating factors 
the PEB can consider in imposing, 
reducing or removing a sanction.

Appendix C simply spells out the 
PEB’s record retention policy.

What’s New? What’s Different?

The new Handbook, at 9,036 words, 
is a more concise document than the 
15,001-word Handbook of 2003. But 
relatively few substantive changes 
can be found in the new edition.

The Code, Part I, was updated to reflect 
changes to the Code since 2003. Part II 
of the 2003 Handbook, “Excerpts from 
AGA By-laws” was deemed redundant 
and deleted from the new edition. The 
balance of the core content of the 
Handbook is largely unchanged from 

a substantive perspective — with  
one very important exception.

The most significant change in the  
new Handbook is the elimination  
of the hearing panel in the ethics 
enforcement process. However, the 
2018 Handbook continues to stipulate 
that possible sanctions for an ethics 
violation include:

 n remedial action, such as additional 
education by the member or CGFM;

 n a warning (verbal);

 n censure (written reprimand to 
membership file and CGFM Board);

 n suspension of membership for a 
specified period of time;

 n termination of membership and/or 
CGFM Certificate.

The 2018 Handbook also stipulates that 
AGA may publicize any disciplinary 
actions taken.

Until the 2018 Handbook was issued, 
a hearing panel would review any 
conclusion in an ethics investigation 
to sanction a member, either by 
suspension or termination of 
membership and/or CGFM certificate. 
The hearing panel consisted of three 
impartial AGA members who were 
not PEB members; the panel acted as 
an independent adjudicator to hear 
witnesses and examine evidence 
(essentially, to conduct a trial) before 
making recommendations to the PEB 
on sanctions. 

The 2003 Handbook stipulated: “If the 
PEB does not agree with the hearing 
panel recommendation for disciplinary 
action, it may impose a different disci-
plinary action or dismiss the case…. 
Decisions of the PEB are final.” Since 
the hearing panel effectively duplicated 
an investigation already performed 
by the PEB, and since the PEB could 
overrule the hearing panel’s decisions, 

Two easy ways to submit 
your ethics question:

1. EMAIL:
journal_ethics@agacgfm.org

2. ONLINE:
www.agacgfm.org/journal_ethics
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AGA concluded that the hearing panel 
process was not beneficial. As a result, 
the 2018 Handbook no longer contains 
hearing panel procedures (Part VI of 
the old Handbook) or suggested hearing 
panel procedures (Appendix A of the 
old Handbook).

Rest assured, however, that subjects 
of ethics investigations (respondents) 
still receive due process. They are given 
statements of the nature of allegations 
made against them, and they are allowed 
to respond with any explanations or 
further evidence they deem appropriate. 
They are shown the preliminary PEB 
conclusions and recommendations and 
are given an opportunity to respond in 
an interview or in writing (or both) before 
the PEB arrives at final conclusions.

Are You Facing an Ethical Dilemma?

Our “ethical radar” often warns us 
of a possible ethical dilemma with an 
undeniable sense that “this just doesn’t 
seem right.” Perhaps your boss asks 
you to do something that you don’t feel 
good about or your organization takes an 
action that you think is not appropriate. 
Or maybe you see or hear something 
that you think is just not in the public 
interest. What to do?

Turn to the Handbook. An important  
PEB function is to “interpret questions 
relative to the Code.”2 According to 
Part III of the Handbook, “An ‘ethics 

inquiry’ is designed to educate members 
facing ethical dilemmas in a proactive 
and non-threatening manner. An inquiry 
is NOT a full-blown investigation. The 
PEB encourages members to take 
advantage of the ethics inquiry process 
as a source of information and guidance 
in their decision-making processes.” 

If your looming ethical dilemma 
remains unresolved after reading the 
Handbook, then reach out to the PEB 
for help, support, objective assessment 
and guidance.

Vigilantly Protect Our  
AGA-CGFM Reputations 

The value of AGA membership and 
CGFM certification is impacted by our 
reputations — both collectively and as 
individuals. The Code “sets a minimum 
standard of behavior and creates an 
expectation that AGA members and non-
member CGFMs will conduct themselves 
in an ethical and professional manner. 
AGA members and non-member CGFMs 
agree to adhere to this code of ethics.”3 

Unethical behavior by any AGA member 
or CGFM impacts all AGA members 
and all CGFMs. If you witness an AGA 
member or CGFM acting unethically, 
review the Handbook, Parts I, II and 
III. If you decide to report the matter 
to the PEB for an evaluation, formulate 
the communication appropriately. 
Identify the action you think is unethical, 

stipulate the specific provisions of the 
Code you think have been violated, and 
ask the PEB to look into the matter and, 
if warranted, investigate. The PEB will 
carry out a thorough evaluation, then 
investigate and take appropriate action 
related to the circumstances.

Protect the value of your AGA member-
ship and CGFM certification. Be vigilant 
and understand what’s in the new 2018 
Ethics Handbook. Oh, and be sure to 
watch out for pirates!   

Endnotes
1. Pirates of the Caribbean, a Jerry 

Bruckheimer Film, The Walt Disney 
Corporation, 2003.

2. 2018 Ethics Handbook, Part II.
3. AGA Code of Ethics.
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